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From training to artisanal practice:
rethinking choreographic relationships in
modern dance
Sally May Gardner
In the first part of the twentieth century early modern dancers created both a new art form
and the forms of group social organisation that were its condition of possibility. This paper
critically examines the balletic and disciplinary ‘training’ model of dancer formation and
proposes that the assumption of training in dance can obscure other ways of understanding
dance-making relationships and other values in early modern dance. An ‘artisanal’ mode of
production and knowledge transmission based on a non-binary relationship between ‘master’
and apprentice and occurring in a quasi-domestic and personalised space of some intimacy is
proposed as a more pertinent way to think the enabling conditions of modern dance creation.
Keywords: modern dance, training, dancer, choreographer
This essay forms part of a larger project to investigate the choreographer-
dancer relationship in historical modern dance. I focus here on exploring
the distinction between the ‘relations of production’ of ballet and those in
early American modern dance when modern dance artists such as St
Denis and Shawn, Humphrey and Weidman began to form their groups.
While the differences between ballet and modern dance along many axes
(historical, poetic, aesthetic, physical, social) have been well discussed and
documented, the precise nature of the respective balletic and modern
dance relations of production has been implied but much less explicitly
discussed in dance studies.1 Even if in the twenty-first century
contemporary dance no longer recognises earlier distinctions, there is
still much to be learned, not least for future dance policy, from exploring
and imagining the (interpersonal and intercorporeal) conditions for the
invention of modern dance from its beginnings. The following discussion is
focused around the notion of training as a key but problematic idea
structuring conceptions of dance production.2
1. See Siegel (1985) and
Jowitt (1988) for
discussion and
recognition of the early
modern dance group as a
distinct social formation.
Dancers’ own writings
and their (auto-)
biographies and my own
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The idea of training is a powerful element in the cultural imagination of
Western concert dance. Popular and scholarly understandings of the kinds of
social structures and relationships within which dances are created have often
depended upon the concept of training.3 For example, dance companies are
frequently imagined as the site of a division of labour between the dancer on
the one hand, and the choreographer on the other. This division of labour is
encapsulated in a genre of photographic images depicting a choreographer
seated with his or her back to mirrors watching a group of (trained) dancers,
often indistinct or blurred in the photograph, as they rehearse.4 Modern
dance, however, was characterised by the phenomenon of the dancing
choreographer. She, herself, was one of her own dancers and danced with and
among the other dancers in her group.5 In modern dance, it was through
dancing together with the choreographer-dancer in creating works that the
dancers learned how to dance.
It is important, then, for an understanding of early American modern dance
as an individual art that nevertheless involved the formation of groups, and of
the nature of dance-making relationships within the groups, to question the
concept of ‘training’. A discourse of training can create a kind of blind spot
whereby important intersubjective, non-instrumental dimensions of the dance-
making relationships that have underpinned modern dance historically are not
represented. It is important to recognise that there is a close historical parallel
between the phenomenon of training as part of what Michel Foucault in
Discipline and Punish (1977) calls the ‘disciplinary regimes’ of modernity and the
development of classical ballet. The modernity of modern dance, however, was/
is different from that of ballet and this essay proposes an alternative conception
of modern dance practices to support an understanding of that other
modernity. While acknowledging that throughout the twentieth century dance
has been created within many different kinds of dance-making relationships, I
aim, tactically, to sever modern dance from any assumed association with
training in order to allow other kinds of social processes to become visible: in
particular, the ‘artisanal’ basis of modern dance creation.
Dancer and choreographer
The terms ‘dancer’ and ‘choreographer’ are often assumed unproblematically
in dance theory and policy, but these terms require critical and historical
discussion and contextualising. Use of these terms as though they (and the
relation between them) were self-evident often obscures the role of training
in both producing and limiting what the dancer and thus, indirectly, the
choreographer, can do and be. Training is ‘juridical’ or regulatory: it produces
and controls the dancer who can only be recognised as a dancer if, through
training, s/he fulfils certain criteria that then come to be naturalised or taken
for granted. Thus, we need to understand from the concept of dancer not
only the sense of a ‘production’ of capacities and skill, but also the sense of a
certain prohibition or control: a limited set of possibilities established by
‘management’ and ‘regulation’.6 This might seem to go without saying but, in
practice, the existence or availability of dancers and hence the provision of
schools or colleges in which to train them is often seen as an enabling
possibility for choreography or for the existence of a dance art, without an
experiences dancing in
New York between 1979
and 1982 have also
provided impetus and
sources for this thinking.
2. In the early 21st century
dance training in English
speaking countries and in
Europe increasingly takes
place in universities. This
trend requires a
discussion of its own but
should be based on a
thorough understanding
of earlier conditions.
3. The role of ballet in
assumptions about dance
and dancers generally is
very significant. See
Novack’s ‘Ballet Gender
and Cultural Power’
(1993).
4. In this genre of images
‘choreography’ is a
matter of looking rather
than dancing.
5. This has been well
recognised of course
(see, for example,
Copeland 1993).
6. See Judith Butler’s
discussion of the
category ‘women’ as
‘juridical’ in her Gender
Trouble (1990) in which
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acknowledgement that the training of the dancer might constitute a
constraint, even a prohibition on choreography and choreographic
difference. In other words, ‘the dancer’, far from constituting an (apparently
neutral) starting point for dance-making, is already an effect of institutions,
discourses and practices that regulate what dancing might be (as in
Balanchine’s famous comment, ‘But first, a school’).7
Training in Foucault
In Discipline and Punish Foucault traces the historical emergence of the concept
and actual regimes of training, and their implicit social relationships. He makes
it possible for us to perceive an historical link between the emergence of
training more broadly and the development of ballet; and thus helps us to
distinguish the different historical relations of production of modern dance.
Foucault starts from the historical point at which the concept of training
passes from the world of plant and animal husbandry – the training of vines
and the training of horses to pull the plough in a straight line – to the human
and emerging capitalist world where training becomes part of the process
whereby ‘docile’, human subjects are produced as ‘useful’ and ‘intelligible’
individual units. Training is ‘the chief function of disciplinary power’ (Foucault
1977, p. 170). Disciplinary regimes (in factories, schools, prisons, hospitals)
constitute ‘populations’, children, the sick, delinquents, etc., bringing them
together as delimited groups in order to separate and individualise their
members. Discipline, in fact, creates individuals through its spatial
arrangements: ‘it ‘‘trains’’ the moving, confused, useless multitudes of bodies
and forces into a multiplicity of individual elements’ (ibid., p. 170). The
simultaneous containment and separation of persons renders each one
‘visible’ and therefore susceptible to classification, comparison and
standardisation. This visibility creates individuals at the same time as it
makes them legible according to an ‘action of the norm’.
Discipline’s location is the body. Compared to earlier modes of (royal)
domination, however, disciplinary power’s relation to the body is different:
far from simply sanctioning or annulling life and lives (as was the prerogative
of a monarch), training increases bodies’ forces and makes them more useful.
Training is a means to harness and distribute forces and energies such that an
‘exercise’ of the body’s forces is an exercise of its ‘docility’. In other words,
training institutes a ‘constricting link between an increased aptitude and an
increased domination’ (ibid., p. 138): the more skilled you are at what you do
the more you are subjected. The human body is now considered a kind of
machine indispensable to the emerging capitalist order and is integrated ‘into
systems of efficient and economic controls’ (Foucault 1980, p. 139). The
school, for example, becomes a world of ‘dressage’:
a machine for learning, in which each pupil, each level and each moment, if
correctly combined, were permanently utilized in the general process of
teaching. (Foucault 1977, p. 165)
On another level, however, discipline and training reach beyond the body to
a ‘self ’ or soul. Indeed, disciplinary regimes produce the division between the
she draws on Nietzsche
and Foucault.
7. ‘Balanchine came to
America in 1934 at the
invitation of Lincoln
Kirstein, who wished to
form a ballet company.
Mr. B uttered the now
famous words, ‘‘But first,
a school’’ and so together
they founded the School
of American Ballet (SAB)
in New York City’ (Foster
2010, p. 15).
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two: ‘one no longer touched the body, or at least as little as possible, and
then only to reach something other than the body itself’ (ibid., p. 11). At this
point Foucault seems to suggest an historical lessening in the extent to which
power specifically ‘touches’ bodies. But, in fact, what is traced in Discipline
and Punish is a transformation in the kind of body involved – its conversion
into the ‘instrument or intermediary’ of the self. The slack body comes to
signify the self’s laziness or indolence, the indirect and shifting gaze signifies
distractibility or untrustworthiness. Training targets a body that stands for a
self that has potential to be unruly or disorganised while potentially unruly or
disorganised bodies become the responsibility of the disciplined self: the body
is to be ‘seized’ less by others so that the self can assume responsibility for
its own body. Discipline thus relates to interiority and individualism.
Disciplinary relations
Disciplinary regimes transformed the subject’s relation to its body and thus,
at the same time, how bodies came into relationship and contact with one
another. In hospitals, factories, prisons, schools the separation and spatial
ordering of bodies makes it easy to see who is the teacher and who the pupil,
who the worker and who the overseer. Disciplinary regimes and training also
secure the integrated functioning of specialised roles. Thus, while discipline is
intense, continuous and totalising, it is also partial in the sense that it
produces specialised bodies useful for specific tasks or social roles. Roger
Cooter (1979) has discussed the ways in which the emerging science of
physiology – a description of the human body as a dynamic system of
interdependent, specialised parts – was consonant with the naturalising
of relations of production within capitalism. For Cooter, the crucial message
encoded in physiology was that it is natural for parts to relate (vertically) to
wholes rather than (horizontally) to other parts. The ‘natural order’
encoded in physiology underpinned an acceptance of the industrial division of
labour. Cooter’s analysis suggests that ‘docility’ involves an acceptance of this
overall relation of parts to a whole. Struggles for change are carried out
within the ‘parts’ with respect to their place in a hierarchy of value and this
process comes to be known as ‘professionalisation’.
Professionalisation has and is a corporeal and intercorporeal effect: it
structures how bodily boundaries are drawn and how bodies may, or may
not, come into contact with one another. For example, in the field of
education a rationalisation of relations between teacher and student takes
place (made possible by developments in literacy and printing):
In a school of 360 children, the master who would like to instruct each pupil in
turn for a session of three hours would not be able to give half a minute to
each. By the new method each of the three hundred and sixty pupils writes,
reads or counts for two and a half hours. (Foucault 1977, p. 166)
Students now submit to the generalised codes of reading, writing and
counting rather than to the particular and embodied knowledge of the
master. Teachers themselves are subject to disciplinary regimes in which they
also participate by establishing professional organisations, hierarchies, career
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paths and setting norms and standards. Similarly in psychiatry throughout the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in France, there was a shift from an
emphasis on psychiatrists’ direct relationships with patients to the
development of an abstract body of knowledge conforming to the ideals of
positivist medical science and the needs of psychiatrists to gain status in the
medical and university establishments. Such professionalised knowledges ‘are
highly effective in undermining the common interests of professional and
client and postponing the emancipatory possibilities of this relationship’
(Goodson and Dowbiggin 1990, p. 107).
The historical transformations in the various social relationships discussed
above are pertinent to a discussion of the relations of production of modern
dance. In dance, the concept of training secures the boundaries between
dancing and choreography as specialised functions and thus implies
relationships between the dancer and the choreographer that are
instrumental and impersonal. The idea of training enlists and helps to shape
the conception of a mode of concert dance production that is
professionalised and industrial in nature and in which dance-making
relationships involve two distinct, potentially opposed professional groups
(dancers and choreographers).
The socio-historical processes of professionalisation and specialisation
also help to construct knowledge as something relatively independent of any
particular person. Knowledges come to be understood as belonging within
the field of ‘the social’ to the exclusion of ‘the personal’. They are now
passed on in relations that are technical and distant rather than affective and
intercorporeal (as Foucault notes and as I discuss further below). Training, as
the dissemination of knowledge in a greatly expanded public sphere, is thus
integral to the deprivatisation of learning relationships. In dance, training in
this sense precludes the potentially ‘emancipatory possibilities’ in the shared
corporeal interests and intimacy of the dancer and the choreographer.8
Ballet training
Foucault’s analysis of ‘training’ in Discipline and Punish is pertinent to a
discussion of dance practices more than simply by analogy or as a suggestive
metaphor. Historically, ballet practices embody the transformation in values
that Foucault documents. It is by making explicit the historical connection
between developments in ballet and the institution of regimes of training
more generally that it becomes possible to propose an alternative
conception of modes and relations of production in modern dance.
In his essay on ballet, ‘The Spirit of the Classic Dance’ (first published in
1925), the influential early twentieth century dance critic, Andre´ Levinson
(1974), notes that in the seventeenth century there was a transformation in
court dancing which involved a change from an earlier ‘horizontal’
conception of the dance – an emphasis on its itinerary – to a ‘vertical’
conception which emphasises ‘the configuration of motion in space’.9 The
‘horizontal’ conception of courtly dance, reflected in dance scores ‘based on
the outlines and figures marked by the feet of the dancer on the floor’, is
concerned less with the body of the dancer than with where it goes (ibid.,
p. 114). The vertical and, as Levinson suggests, modern conception is
8. ‘Training’ has real effects
in terms of the nature of
transmission
relationships that it
structures, but the term
itself also tends to make
invisible in discourses the
fertile spaces between
dancers and
choreographers in their
dance-making
relationships (even within
ballet, for example). In
this sense the concept of
training is part of a
broader systematic
occlusion within
knowledge disciplines of
the so-called ‘personal’
or ‘private’ aspects of
existence (see Yeatman
1986).
9. Levinson’s essay,
‘provides a most precise
and illuminating definition
of the principles of dance
classicism’ and ‘serves us
as a convenient
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concerned with the organisation and legibility of the dancer’s body. Crucial
to this new conception is the value accorded to the dancer’s ‘turn out’. The
precise placement of the dancer’s feet and the manner in which it departs
from earlier forms is no mere ‘trifling detail of growth and change’ (ibid.,
p. 114). Rather, Levinson insists,
this almost imperceptible difference, this slight shift of the geometrical line,
these feet pivoting at an angle of so many degrees, represents an enormously
important acquisition . . . This trifling detail is actually a realization of that
essential principle and point of departure of classic choreography which took
two centuries to prevail – that of turning the body – and more particularly the
legs of the dancer – outward from its centre. (Ibid., p. 115)
Indeed, like Foucault, Levinson perceives this kind of ‘detail’ to be the precise
location and aim of disciplinary – in his words choreographic – action. The
dancer’s feet are no longer the emblem of a journey across the floor (and by
extension the universe) but have become important in themselves as a site of
management. Levinson notes an historical change in the approach to the
body that succinctly parallels the one traced by Foucault. In an earlier period,
with respect to ‘turn out’, results were sought through a more spectacular
form of ‘domination’, namely placing the dancer’s body in a kind of rack. But
these were duly replaced by more continuous, less spectacular forms of
coercion, in which the child-dancer comes to govern her/his own body:
The orthopaedic machines, true instruments of torture, that were used to turn
pupils out in the days of Noverre would not be tolerated today. But it does take
several years of daily exercise, beginning at the ages of eight or nine years to
give a dancer the ability to perform this mechanical feat easily. (Ibid, p. 115)
The implications of Levinson’s disciplinary understanding of ballet emerge
when we contrast it with that of other commentators who make a
distinction between the ‘mechanics’ of the dancer and the ‘poetics’ of the
choreographer.10 For Levinson, the choreographer is redundant because
ballet poetics (and also, as we shall see, its politics), already lies in its
technique, conceived Platonically as the physical manifestation of an ideal
form:
The technique of a dancer is not like the mechanical workings of a jointed doll;
it is physical effort constantly informed by beauty. This technique is no
supplementary re-enforcement to his art, nor is it a mere device, designed to
gain easy applause . . . It is the very soul of the dance, it is the dance itself. (Ibid.,
p. 114)
There are only two terms in Levinson’s conceptual system: the dance and the
dancer. There is no (need for an individual) choreographer because the
understanding of choreography is that of a supracorporeal universal essence
and law, and it is in relation to this law – embodied in ballet technique and
training – that the dancer strives.11
Mark Franko provides a politico-historical framing for this trans-
formation in dance discipline in his book Dance as Text: Ideologies of the
summation of the
development of ballet
technique up to this point
in its history’ (see Cohen
1992, p. 113).
10. Mary Clarke and
Clement Crisp (1984,
p. 124) write that: ‘It is
not sufficient for a
dancer to be well
trained in the mechanics
of his art; the basic
vocabulary of
movements of which he
is master has then to be
turned into a poetic or
dramatic language by
the choreographer’.
11. Levinson’s aesthetic was
Symbolist. See Amy
Koritz’s (1995) study of
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Baroque Body (1993). He relates this transformation to Louis XIV’s desire
to bring ‘potentially seditious nobles’, their spectacle, and ‘the noble
body’ under his centralised control (Franko 1993, p. 111). In Franko’s
analysis, the Letters Patent establishing a Royal Academy of Dance in
March 1661:
proceed on two fronts: technical and administrative. Technically speaking, dance
is isolated from the surrounding spectacle, and the dancing body is singled out
as in need of training . . . [The Letters Patent] focus on the technologies of
physical training itself in order to reassert control over the entire spectacle.
The point is not that any necessarily radical changes were introduced in the
noble style per se, but that a new attention to the body’s movements was
considered necessary under the guise of a pedagogical infrastructure. (Ibid.,
pp. 109–110)
Franko argues that isolating and disciplining the dancing body (by removing
dance from the ‘hands of master musicians and their guild system’) was seen
to be necessary in order to ‘undercut earlier burlesque gesture by which the
noble body had resisted compliance with the intention of royal choreo-
graphy’ (ibid., p. 111). Centralising the production and definition of how the
dancer should move and what s/he can do is the means of regulating what
theatrical statements can be made by the choreographer. Franko’s insight is
that for the emergence of an autonomous dance art – what in later Romantic
and Symbolist discourses (such as Levinson’s) becomes ‘the spirit of the
dance’ – it was necessary to transfer the formation of the dancing body from
a (diverse and independent) theatrical scene to a (centralised) pedagogical
one:
the new Academy was designed to remove dance from the hands of master
musicians and their guild system as well as from independent choreographers:
potentially seditious nobles. (Ibid., p. 111)
Dance becomes a matter of centralised training, rather than a heterogeneous
and potentially subversive set of theatrical practices within diverse troupes.
The dancer becomes normalised and answerable to a universal (imperial)
law.
It is important to note that modern dance, too, was defined by an
insistence on the need for the autonomy of dance art. Indeed, this stance is
seen as integral to its modernism. For early modern dancers, however, the
autonomy of dance was, ironically, not the site of their submission to a
metaphysical law of dance but had to do with their own aesthetic autonomy
as individual artists – precisely that choreographic independence which, in his
own time, Louis XIV wished to circumvent or restrict. When Levinson
suggests that, in ballet, a dancer’s training is the site where ‘dance’ is
choreographed, he is right also for modern dance. This is why, in modern
dance as an individual art, the formation of the dancer could not be
centralised: it had to take place as part of the process of choreography in the
space between the dancer and the choreographer – not, as in ballet, between
the dancer and (the metaphysical law of) ‘the dance’. The concept of an
autonomous aesthetic realm known as ‘the dance’ which Levinson (1974,
Symbolist writers’
inability to acknowledge
the human presence,
reality and authority of
early modern dance
dancer-choreographers
in Gendering Bodies/
Performing Art.
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p. 114) invokes and applauds is underpinned by a strictly docile dancing body
along Foucauldian lines:
Through arduous practice he bends and adapts his body to the exigencies of an
abstract and perfect form. In the end he brings the physiological factors –
muscle contraction and relaxation – completely under the domination of the
sovereign rhythm of the dance.
‘The dance’ represents a whole in the service of which the parts of the
dancer’s body are organised: ‘his limbs stir only as part of an ensemble
movement’ (ibid., p. 117). Levinson’s discourse encodes the dancer as an
individual and isolated juridical self, responsible for her or his body’s precise
and correct behaviour before the disembodied (naturalised and idealised)
law of the dance.
As noted above, Franko (1993, p. 110) recalls that the Letters Patent
establishing the Royal Academy of Dance ‘remove dance from the hands of
master musicians and their guild system’. The medieval guild system stands
for a set of values that are radically transformed and rationalised by the
emergent modes of modern disciplinary power. For example, Foucault
(1977, p. 174) argues that ‘the domestic supervision of the master present
beside his workers and apprentices’ is replaced by supervision as a
specialised function of modern surveillance. It is precisely this ‘domestic
supervision’ that may provide a way out of thinking modern dance in terms of
training, and may help to shift attention to the intimate, dancing relationship
between the choreographer and the dancer.
The artisanal
The kinds of working relationships and values that are associated with
medieval artisans and their guilds can suggest ways of understanding the
modes and relations of production in modern dance. The idea of the
artisanal here is not intended as the imposition upon modern dance of a
medieval or pre-modern character literally speaking. Rather, it is intended to
suggest a different (modern) kind of relationship between dancers and
choreographers within modern dance practices, a different way of imagining
how dance might be created.
Artisanal production is based in the relationship between master and
apprentice. In earlier times this relationship both served the purposes of
production and ensured the maintenance of craft standards and traditions.
Historically, artisanal production took place within a ‘household’: ‘the
artisanal’ implies a social space and social relationships that are, in modern
terms, neither strictly private nor strictly public. Artisanal production did not
function within the terms of a division of labour such as that instituted within
capitalism. The artisanal relationship between ‘master’ and ‘apprentice’ was
not structured by a dichotomy between mind and body as ‘art’ and ‘craft’,
‘creation’ and ‘reproduction’, or ‘conception’ and ‘execution’. From the
perspective of capitalist modernity, artisanship allows the transmission of
knowledge (teaching and learning) and production to take place together,
simultaneously, within ‘the small workshop where the master shared his craft
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skills with his apprentices and journeymen in the intimacy of the residential
setting’ (Crossick 1997, p. 9). This description of the living and working
place/space of master and apprentice suggests the terms of their relationship
to be interpersonal and intercorporeal: the apprentice lived with the master
in his household becoming part of his family. Skills and knowledge were
‘passed’ directly from master to student in the workshop and in the context
of other day-to-day activities. A certain indistinction was maintained between
what subsequently came to constitute different realms of knowledge – the
‘professional’ and the domestic. The artisanal relationship, situated within
and defined by a quasi-‘private’ space represents the kind of ‘confusion’,
‘contagion’ and ‘disorder’ to which, as Foucault argues, the institutions of
disciplinary training were a response.
Artisans were organised into craft guilds whose values illuminate
features of artisanal practice. According to Antony Black (1984) medieval
craft guilds, which were communities of labour founded on affective
relations of brotherhood, friendship and mutual aid, represented an
alternative kind of social organisation to that of (the emergent) civil
society. The latter was an arena that ‘institutionalised the encounter
between strangers’ and in ‘which the development of closer, gemeinschaf-
tlich relationships is not expected’ (Black 1984, p. 78). Practically speaking,
guilds were made up of masters and their journeymen or apprentices.
Apprentices were not in bondage to a master but were ‘free men’,
consistent with their future status as masters: ‘The man might at almost
any moment turn into the master’ (Stone 1921, p. 73). As communities of
labour, guilds were not unions: they represented the interests of neither
masters nor journeymen separately since their function was to regulate
the craft, ensuring maintenance of standards in the work produced. The
interests of masters and journeymen therefore coincided. Their relation-
ship was an unequal one of knowledge and experience but they were not
opposed as two different classes, as a division of labour, nor along a mind/
body axis. The co-mingling of their interests as manifest in guild values
was consonant with the working relationship between them within the
artisanal household.
It has to be understood that craft production was not ‘production’ in a
narrow capitalist sense. To regulate the craft was to safeguard its human
aspects: these included the artisan’s independence as producer, the
relationship of transmission of knowledge between master and apprentice,
and the direct relationship between the craftsman and what he made.
Furthermore, the artisan’s skill was understood as his inalienable property –
it was not a commodity for sale. The industrial revolution, however, saw an
end to guilds: ‘the guild system recognised the human value of labour and had
to be abolished before labour could be treated as a mere commodity’ (Black,
1984, p. 10). Black (1984, p. 29) also claims that medieval and later social and
political writers gave scant attention to guilds as a morally significant kind of
association and that ‘the guild was accorded virtually no status in the scale of
human values’. This ‘scant attention’ to a form of organisation and the values
which it instantiates is the issue I am raising for modern dance: when group
practices continue to be assumed in terms of a balletic, disciplinary or
industrial model of dance production other kinds of relations of production
are obscured.
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Thinking in terms of ‘the artisanal’ allows the dancer and the
choreographer to be perceived not as two autonomous roles, but as able
to move across and between these: to be in relations of mutual identification
rather than of opposition or exclusion. The dancer is potentially a
choreographer, the choreographer is also a dancer – in fact, she is
(one of) her own dancing bodies.12 The idea of the artisanal also helps to
disengage modern dance-making, conceptually, from a position in which it
simply rehearses or reflects the opposition between the public and the
private, and the naturalised, gendered social division of labour (see also
Gardner 2005).
Early modern dance
For the early creators of American modern dance – artists such as St Denis
and Shawn, Graham, Humphrey and Weidman – the existence of (other)
dancers with whom they might work could not be taken for granted. There
was thus an emphasis on and valuing of relations with dancers as a pre-
condition of dance-making. Indeed, for these choreographers the building of
relations with dancers was much more important than establishing and
maintaining relations between one another. Siegel (1993, p. 70) notes that,
on the one hand, the early choreographers ‘avoided professional liaisons’
with other choreographers while, on the other, she describes their relations
with dancers in terms of an ‘attachment’. Humphrey’s company was ‘more
like a family, its principal members related by sexual bonding, long-standing
friendship, or unquestioning admiration’. This suggests that the relations
between choreographers and dancers were more like those of master and
apprentice in the sense of involving a degree of intimacy within a quasi
household.
Like that of a medieval artisan, Humphrey’s career involved an apprentice-
ship with St Denis; a period of travelling and experimenting with her own
work; the establishment of a working, artistic ‘household’ or group (however
tenuously) of dancer-apprentices; and a continuing insistence on the artistic
independence of this group. When Humphrey first danced with Denishawn
she called it ‘a living-working arrangement’ (Humphrey and Cohen 1972,
p. 32). This arrangement was ‘Ruth St. Denis Concert Dancers’, ‘a company
of nine girls’ formed by St Denis as a less commercial alternative to the kind
of group Ted Shawn was touring concurrently on the vaudeville circuit (ibid.,
p. 36). Subsequently, when this group folded, Humphrey chose not to
continue as a member of Shawn’s group and instead formed one of her own
with several former students – all young women – while her close friend
Pauline Lawrence became manager and accompanist. They toured indepen-
dently – another living–working arrangement – for two years. This kind of
touring and living together subsequently continued to be understood as a
condition of possibility for the transmission of dancing knowledge between
and amongst a choreographer and other group members – as was the case,
for example, in the early Merce Cunningham Dance Company during the
1950s (see Vaughan 1992, Brown 2007).
To return to Humphrey, it was Shawn who, by the late 1920s, had plans to
really institutionalise ‘a greater Denishawn’, envisaging a large organisation,
12. The artisanal does not
at the same time imply a
choreography by
consensus.
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with a permanent home, to which the arms of teaching, performing, touring
and lecturing would contribute. While the informality of Denishawn as
various living–working arrangements sustained by mutual respect, interest
and need had enabled Humphrey to begin to develop as an artist, such
development, she foresaw, would be severely constrained in a large,
formalised organisation:
My fear is that such a tremendous organization would either swamp me, or I
will be required to work for the good of the institution to a greater extent than
I want to . . . [Shawn] is most interested in building the institution of
Denishawn, which he wants to do by everybody’s cooperation with himself
as dictator. And he’s right, I think, if your aim is a smooth-running organization.
(Humphrey 1972, pp. 71, 74)
Humphrey foresees, and seeks to avoid, the kind of dismemberment that a
large organisation will engender: she will become only a body-part in the
service of Shawn’s organisational whole. Her own developing art practice is
predicated, in contrast, on her integration of aesthetic and organisational
values.
The problem for Humphrey and other modern dancers, however, was not
one of avoiding ‘organisation’ entirely, but of what other forms a ‘company’
might take. In this regard it is important to see modern dance as an art form
created in the first instance by women working together.13 Sally Banes (1998,
p. 124) notes that women ‘organised’ their dancing within the limits of the
spaces open to them: ‘even in the feminised art form of dance often women
could only find positions of authority in minor or unofficial organisations’.
Humphrey’s (auto-)biography, however, reveals that the apparent lack of
organisation, the informality and intimacy within the groups, the mixing of
dancing and housekeeping, was a closely guarded value, not a situation
endured by default. McDonagh (1970, p. 20) views modern dance as being
beset by ‘organisational difficulties’, but the question was, surely, what kind of
‘organisation’ might suit? Siegel (1985, pp. 20–21), one of the few
commentators to really appreciate the role of the group and its
distinctiveness vis-a`-vis the European-style ballet company, as I have already
noted, also tends to dwell on organisational difficulties:
There were no company structures as we know them today. A choreographer
created and produced her work on a group of devoted dancers whose
attachment to her she had to cultivate so they wouldn’t drift off somewhere
else in the periods between concerts. I suspect this fact alone – the absence of
a permanent, economically sound company system – accounted in large part
for the accusations of cultism and insularity that were heaped on modern dance
later, and for the real bitterness and feuding that resulted at the breakups of
these relationships that were personally instead of professionally rooted.
I am arguing, however, that it is necessary to reorient discussion towards an
appreciation of the defining importance of these kinds of relations of
production and to refigure modern dancers as active agents in making
choices about how to organise their dance production. Humphrey was
certain that a ‘greater Denishawn’ could not serve her interests and her need
13. Graham had a company
for 10 years before it
included any men.
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for self-definition as an artist. She was also reticent about joining Helen
Tamiris’s Dance Repertory Theatre, an organisational ‘umbrella’ initiated to
offset significant problems faced by the modern dance artists when they
sought individually to stage their concerts.14 Humphrey (1972, p. 90)
admitted:
It has seemed necessary for us to incorporate, and of course I hate that idea
because organization has come to be such a hateful thing. They simply
organized the life out of Denishawn.
The artisanal relations of production constituting these dance groups can be
seen as one of modern dance’s most important contributions to performing
arts’ practices. They encompass the need for individual aesthetic definition
and authority, the development of a group style, and the nurturing of new
artists and aesthetics. Historically, by means of unofficial organisations and
living–working arrangements which were the practical infrastructure for
making group dances, the supposed ‘heroic’ and liberal individualism of
modern dance broke the confines of the individual to become distributed
within groups of dancers. Structures of (dancing) conduct were thus
disseminated and transformed within interplays of identification, admiration,
aversion, mutual respect, frustration and desire, particularly amongst
women. Siegel (1993, p. 70) has commented in passing that ‘many American
dance companies operate in a similar manner even now’.15
In modern dance, the blurring of boundaries between the space of work
and home was also, along artisanal lines, a blurring of professional roles.
Figure 1 ‘Dances of Women’ (1931) Photograph by Soichi Sunami. Permission has been granted
by Charles Woodford and the Doris Humphrey Society.
14. In Australia, the author’s
home, funding for dance
has been granted in the
past to companies (or
company structures)
and, currently, to
‘producer
organisations’, seldom
or very little to
individual dancers. Such
policies perpetuate the
industrial/organisational
model of dance
production from which
Humphrey distanced
herself.
15. The dance ‘lofts’ of the
1970s and ‘80s were
living/working spaces.
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The formation of groups around individual choreographers was on the basis
of the latter not only as artist but as the most authoritative dancer:
choreography and dancing, far from being two distinct professional activities,
were literally and physically inseparable.16 In light of my discussion of
‘training’, above, the implications of the dancing choreographer are very
important ones. The early modern dance class, before the institutionalisation
of modern dance schools and ‘techniques’ (and well before the more recent
return to ballet as a ‘universal’ training), was not conducted by a teacher/
‘trainer’ but by a choreographic artist with a singular vision. Learning to
dance was a function of an affective relationship with a particular embodied
individual – not a technical relationship to a centralised body of knowledge
or socially sanctioned style or forms. ‘Classes’ were artisanal workshops in
which a master choreographer elaborated her/his vision.17 To dance like the
choreographer was to identify with her/him and thus to identify as an artist.
This kind of identification – to be able to see oneself in or as the artist, to be
in proximity to the artist at work – is just as important as but different from
‘studying’ choreography.18
Conclusion
In order to think about modern dance and its distinctiveness as a set of
body practices within modernity, it is necessary to be able to think
otherwise than in terms of disciplinary training. Questioning training gives
impetus to the need for a discussion of the different kinds of social
organisation underpinning different kinds of dance-making – and potentially
provides tools for thinking though issues and values in the making of
‘contemporary dance’. These more recent issues include the phenomenon
of the contemporary ‘hired’ or ‘hybrid’ dancer, the role of the
choreographer, and the possibilities for sustaining choreographic practices
and difference.
I have argued that numerous early (and indeed later) modern dance artists’
groups manifested a very different set of social values to those of the ballet
and which I am calling ‘artisanal’. Such values can be linked to that aspect of
social life, that space of social relationships in which ‘the orientation of the
actors to each other is particularistic and committed’ (Yeatman 1986,
p. 167). These values are not external but internal to the dance itself: that is,
they have corporo-poetic effects. It is important to acknowledge these values
in modern dance practice despite the fact that, in the struggle to have their
work – which essentially constituted a new art form – taken seriously,
modern dancers of the 1920s and 1930s sought to ‘professionalise’ and
institutionalise it by setting up schools and formalised company structures.
Nevertheless, the celebrated aesthetic ruptures that have been a feature of
the history of modern dance have been driven by resistance to
institutionalisation and its bodily effects – and an insistence on returning
to a mode of dance-making in which the bodies of choreographer and dancer
touch one another in ‘intimate’ rather than ‘disciplinary’ relations.
The idea of an artisanal mode of production emerges from within the
critique and historicising of training itself: and when training is no longer
assumed, attention can shift to the question of how a movement or body
When members of a
group came to rehearsal
they came to the
choreographer’s home.
16. Twyla Tharp (1992,
p. 94) has said that when
she works well with
dancers ‘she takes up
residency in their
bodies’.
17. Jowitt (1998, p. 180)
writes that, ‘classes
could be a laboratory
for choreography and an
incubator for company
dancers’.
18. Walter Ong (1988,
pp. 8–9) writes that,
‘Human beings in
primary oral
cultures . . . learn a great
deal and possess and
practice great wisdom,
but they do not ‘‘study’’.
They learn by
apprenticeship – hunting
with experienced
hunters, for example —
by discipleship, which is
a kind of apprenticeship,
by listening, by repeating
what they hear’.
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style is transmitted between the bodies of particular choreographers and
particular dancers. While the concept of training remains unexamined, dance
remains bound to ‘discipline’, surveillance, conservative, centralised
pedagogy (now in contemporary dance courses in universities) and
(historically) to Louis XIV. Training is part of the practical and conceptual
apparatus of ballet, an eminently ‘civic’ dance that is in turn associated with
childhood ‘socialisation’ and education, and with industrial metaphors and
relations of production that position the dancer as opposed to, rather than
intimate with the choreographer – or (as is currently often the case in
contemporary dance) conflates these roles.
In ballet, the circulation of a common language is assumed and
underpinned by a raft of institutional supports (thousands of schools
internationally, a received lexicon, large amounts of public funding, universal
accreditation, examination systems and so on). Modern dance, by contrast,
has had constantly to negotiate what can be shared: it rests on the premise
of a possibility that has to be brought to fruition by individuals working
together across their bodily differences. Discussion of training, its
implications for the way people are understood to work together to make
dances, and the alternatives that might exist is important because different
ideas about how dances are made (their different relations of production)
imply different values about the body – different body morphologies. The
‘trained body’ is a body-object in a juridical relation to the self. The body of
the ‘artisanal’ choreographic relationship is a desiring subject-body open to
other bodies.
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